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 REPORT OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL SCRUTINY PANEL

	


TO THE ENVIRONMENTAL SCRUTINY COMMITTEE

ON 18TH DECEMBER, 2000

	


TITLE: 
BEST VALUE REVIEW – AREA HOUSING SERVICE DELIVERY PHASE 1

	


RECOMMENDATIONS: 
That the terms of reference agreed by the scrutiny panel be approved.

	


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Scrutiny Panel comprising members and officers met on the 24th November to consider a Phase 1 service profile report prepared by some of the officers on the Panel.  It considered an initial analysis of the service delivered and identified major issues affecting the services which need to be addressed to demonstrate best value.

These major issues were developed by the panel into detailed Terms of Reference for improvements to day to day and out of hours repairs, voids and re-housing cash and rent arrears, nuisance, estate management, caretaking and cleaning, consideration was also given to member involvement, resources, timescale and monitoring arrangements.

The panel also concluded that improvements addressed as part of the best value review couldn’t be considered in isolation from corporate approaches on one stop shops and call centres, centralisation of processes such as housing benefits, the cohesive nature of housing services and the interim structure currently being implemented within the Directorate during december / january 2001.

	


BACKGROUND DOCUMENTS:

(Available for public inspection)

Area Housing Service Delivery – Service Profile Stage report

	


CONTACT OFFICER
:
Albert Riley – 793 2557

	


WARD(S) TO WHICH REPORT RELATE(S)
All Wards

	


KEY COUNCIL POLICIES :
Best Value

	


DETAILS

Members in attendance 
Councillors : 
R. Lightup (in the Chair), E. Johnson, L. Payne,







J. Warmisham





Officers :
H. Seaton, G. Rearden, J. Townsend, A. Riley

1. OVERVIEW
The Director of Housing presented the challenges facing housing for 2000 and beyond.  Externally there is the changing demand and stigma attached to social housing whilst the government is seeking more accountability in terms of business planning, performance management and smarter ways of working, in addition to reducing the amount of subsidy.  Corporately the council is moving to different methods of service delivery through initiatives such as call centres, centralisation of processes and the community strategy.

Alternative strategies for meeting these challenges and customer demands were outlined e.g. evaluation of current services, disposal of surplus stock, radical changes to marketing / lettings and assessing the viability of an Arms Length company to manage housing.

This best value review and the other 16 Best Value reviews such as services for the elderly, housing and council tax benefits requiring an input from housing over the next 5 years would be resourced in the main by changes to the existing Directorate structure.  A potential work plan and an action plan was also considered.

2. MAJOR ISSUES
2.1 The panel then considered a service profile report detailing the major strengths and areas for improvement generally and for specific services.

2.2 Service Delivery in general
Strengths 

The service is well resourced, delivered on an area basis through a skilled workforce aided by technology with involvement of tenants through a participation network which affects the way services are delivered.  Many of the services have been benchmarked and detailed cost information is available.

Improvements areas 

The integration of current housing area delivery with call centres and one stop shops is an  initiative which requires detailed  evaluation of the most appropriate activities, costs and benefits.  There are poor customer feedback arrangements, inconsistent levels of training, high sickness levels and the service is costly.  Action needs to be taken to improve equalities in service delivery as recommended in the McPherson report.

2.3 Day to Day Repairs
Strengths

A cost effective programmed service provided through in-house and private contractors with good results for urgent and out of hours repairs.  The in-house contractor makes a surplus and currently integration of Building Services and Housing is being undertaken to improve management and increase efficiency.

A benchmarking exercise across Greater Manchester has revealed that Salford’s performance is the most cost effective.

Improvement areas

Administration costs are high, appointment arrangements are poor, with inaccurate reporting of performance.  There is poor customer feedback and non-urgent work takes too long. Whilst  the percentage is low, customer care cards consistently show high standards of response, quality of workmanship and courteousness to the customer. 

2.4 Voids and Rehousing

Strengths

There is an allocations policy and tenants involvement in community lettings together with void prioritisation and letting targets.  Innovative marketing, a free phone service and a specialist team have been introduced.

Improvement Areas

There is a need to arrest the declining market and improve the image and the quality of accommodation.  The processes are complex with repairs taking too long and the rationing mentality needs to change to turnaround poor results in lettings.

2.5 Cash and Rent Arrears
Strengths

There are 13 cash points for  rapid cash collection.  The arrears processes,  introductory tenancies, debt advice, on site housing benefits and outsourcing of former tenant arrears are positive aspects of the service.

Improvement Areas

Low housing demand, slow legal processes, limited debt advice, centralisation of benefits, with the consequent loss of on the ground expertise, and no use made of direct debit are factors actively or potentially contributing to poor results.  There is a limited number of cash points and a need to reduce cash collection costs.  Cash collection was not included as part of the original profiling of the service, but  will now be embraced.

2.6 Nuisance and Estate Management
Strengths

The corporate policy, tenant participation, introductory tenancies and the anti-social behaviour team  backed  by the housing outstationed legal team  have had some excellent legal successes where evidence has been available. 

Improvement Areas

The service is not monitored well, the slow legal timescales and lack of evidence make the process complex and time consuming.

2.7 Caretaking and Cleaning
Strengths

Some well supervised residential caretakers  utilising a detailed caretaking manual specifying services on high rise and some low rise communal property, together with manned security (security is not part of this review).  In addition the majority of low rise cleaning is being tendered to improve efficiency and effectiveness.

Improvement Areas

Perceived as a forgotten service with poor cleaning standards for low rise communal properties that is costly with no benchmarking or management information systems.

3. These issues along with possible themes for the phase 2 review were developed by members of the panel and the consensus views and discussions recorded on a flip chart.  Consideration was also given to the resources needed to carry out the review adequately and the ongoing involvement of members in activities such as visits to Beacon Councils and involvement in practical service improvements.  Subsequently the following terms of reference were determined.

4. TERMS OF REFERENCE
4.1 Aims
To ensure that housing area service delivery reflects Best Value and in particular:

· Provide and involve members in a health check on current services in comparison with other providers and customer requirements.

· Determine the most efficient, effective and equitable method of delivery reflecting service improvements and costs.

· Produce an action plan for implementation.

4.2 Scope
Housing area services encompasses responsive and voids repairs, housing provision including voids, lettings, marketing, cash collection and rent arrears, noise and nuisance, tenancy conditions, caretaking and cleaning provided by 520 FTE’s plus contractors at a net cost of some £21 million / annum.

The profiling report indicates that the Phase 2 review, taking into account stakeholder / customer requirements, needs to:

General Service Delivery Issues

· Determine how services will be delivered through area offices, one stop shops, call centres and reduce or justify high costs!

· Develop processes (with particular emphasis on equalities issues), staffing and human resources strategies

· Improve customer feedback across all services

Day to Day Repairs

· Reduce timescales for repairs and develop a reliable appointments system facilitated by the call centre approach

· Integrate Property Maintenance and Building Services to provide a more efficient and effective service

Voids and Rehousing

· Evaluate marketing strategies and the disposal or demolition of redundant stock

· Develop a more responsive service by simplifying processes, setting and improving repair standards and times

Cash and Rent Arrears

-
Review current processes in particular developing new payment methods on the I-SYS computer system, outsourcing of cash and more debt collection, better use of debt advice and provision of incentives for good payers such as gold card priority for repairs to be undertaken.


Nuisance and Estate Management

· Review policy and practice to develop an integrated approach and partnership working

· Benchmark the service and improve the monitoring information and publicity


Caretaking and Cleaning
· Review the role of caretakers in particular evaluate quality / cost of residential versus peripatetic on low rise properties

· Improve benchmarking and customer feedback on the service

· Evaluate outsourced cleaning in terms of reduced costs and improved service

4.3 Resources
John Townsend Team Leader                                    - (20 days / Annum)

Tenant Representatives - (2/3 nominated from Tenants Forum to attend Panel as appropriate)

Trade Union Representative (Unison or craft as appropriate)

1 Lead Principal B.V. Officer Housing                        - (120 days / annum)

1 Principal B.V. Officer Housing                                 - (220 days / annum)

1 Principal Performance Monitoring Officer Housing - (25 days / annum)

1 I.T. Officer Housing                                                  - (20 days / annum)

1 Principal Finance Officer Housing                           - (100 days / annum)

Link Officer QCSU                                                      - (120 days / annum)

Developing a “critical friend” relationship with Bolton MBC and a R.S.L. i.e. West Pennine to bring an independent challenge to the process.

4.4 Training and Research
· Further costs may be identified in this area as the review unfolds and a view on their priority will be taken at that time.

4.5 Timescale
· April 2000 to 2002

· A programme will be developed and reported to a future meeting of the panel / committee

· Interim reporting arrangements to scrutiny committee every 2 months and panel meetings to be arranged on Friday every 2 months
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